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Hand, Foot and Mouth Disease 
What is hand, foot and mouth disease?
Hand, foot and mouth disease is generally a mild illness caused by viruses called 
coxsackievirus or enterovirus. It is not a serious illness and has nothing to do with 
the animal disease called foot and mouth disease. It mainly occurs in children un-
der 10 years of age but can also occur in older children and adults.

How can it affect you?  
Coxsackievirus or enterovirus infection may cause no symptoms at all or only very 
mild symptoms. When symptoms do occur, they include blisters that start as small 
red dots which later become ulcers. Blisters appear inside the cheeks, gums, and 
on the sides of the tongue, as well as on the hands and feet. In infants, sometimes 
blisters can be seen in the nappy area. Blisters usually last for seven to 10 days. 
Children can sometimes have a low fever, sore throat, tiredness, feel off colour 
and may not eat for a day or two. Very rarely, the coxsackieviruses can cause 
other illnesses that affect the heart, brain, or lining of the brain (meningitis), lungs, 
or eyes.

How common is it?  
Hand, foot and mouth disease is a common disease and outbreaks may occur 
among groups of children; for example, in child care centres.

How is the infection spread?  
Hand, foot and mouth disease is usually spread by person-to-person contact. The 
virus is spread from the faeces of an infected person to the mouth of the next per-
son by contaminated hands. It is also spread by secretions from the mouth or res-
piratory system, and by direct contact with the fluid in blisters.
It usually takes between three and five days after contact with an infected person 
before blisters appear. As long as there is fluid in the blisters, they remain infec-
tious. The virus can remain in faeces for several weeks.  

How is it treated?  
Usually no treatment is needed. Paracetamol will relieve fever and discomfort. Do 
not give children aspirin. If the headache is severe, or if fever persists, consult a 
doctor.

How can it be prevented?  
Good hygiene is the best protection: wash hands with soap and water after 
going to the toilet, before eating, after wiping noses, and after changing 
nappies or soiled clothing.
Avoid sharing cups, eating utensils, items of personal hygiene (for example: 
towels, washers and toothbrushes), and clothing (especially shoes and 
socks).
Thoroughly wash any soiled clothing.  
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